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From Modern to Postmodern Epistemology? The 'Relativist Turn' This chapter is concerned with the impact of postmodern thought on contemporary debates in epistemology. As shall be illustrated in the following sections, present-day conceptions of knowledge have been profoundly influenced by what may be described as the relativist turn 1 in epistemology. From a relativist perspective, the validity of all knowledge claims is contingent upon the spatiotemporal specificity of the sociohistorical context in which they are raised. On this view, epistemic validity is -always and unavoidably -context-dependent. Given that it obliges us to question both the representational adequacy and the explanatory capacity of all cognitive claims to epistemic validity, the relativist position can be considered as an attack on the Enlightenment belief in the civilizational mission of reason, understood as a universal force shaping the development of human history. Epistemological relativism, then, constitutes an assault on the anthropological optimism underlying modern intellectual thought. As such, its advocates are wary of the -implicit or explicit -trust in the assertive, normative, and expressive capacities of the 'rational subject', 2 which features centrally in the project of the Enlightenment. This chapter aims to demonstrate that the presuppositional differences between modern and postmodern conceptions of knowledge are based on three fundamental tensions: (i) truth versus perspective, (ii) certainty versus uncertainty, and (iii) universality versus particularity.
(i) Truth versus Perspective
Owing to its concern with the systematic exploration of the preconditions for the consolidation and organization of rationally constituted life forms, modern social theory stands in the tradition of Enlightenment thought.
3 Supporters of postmodern conceptions of knowledge tend to be suspicious of the Enlightenment project in that they distance themselves from the -arguably 'modern' -obsession with the discovery of 'truths' about the functioning of both the natural and the social realms of worldly existence. From a postmodern point of view, one of the main problems arising from Enlightenment thought is that it portrays 'truth' as an objective representational force, whose epistemic validity transcends the perspectival contingency of its own spatiotemporal determinacy.
In order to give credibility to the explanatory capacity of an allegedly unmediated access to reality, we need to distinguish between 'adequate representations' and 'inadequate representations' -or, more concisely, between 'representations' and 'misrepresentations' -of the world. Following this dichotomous logic, in the Enlightenment tradition, 'truth' is constructed in opposition to 'untruth'. The binary differentiation between 'the true' and 'the false' stems from the pretentious idiosyncrasy and self-referential authority of reason. Under the parameters of modern social thought, the distinctively human faculty of reasoning is regarded as an empowering cognitive force that enables subjects capable of critical reflection and linguistic representation to succeed in their -supposedly emancipatorysearch for objective truths. Consequently, the province of standpoint is converted into the Empire of Reason. The small business of perspective is sold as the Kingdom of Truth.
If, by contrast, we follow a postmodern agenda, we need to call the conceptual opposition between 'true' and 'false' into question. The paradigmatic significance of this antinomy manifests itself in the construction of various -arguably 'modern' -epistemological dichotomies: valid versus erroneous, accurate versus inaccurate, neutral versus biased, genuine versus counterfeit, authentic versus inauthentic, and real versus deceptive -to mention only a few of the most important epistemic antinomies that continue to permeate mainstream intellectual thought. To the extent that, in the social sciences, explanatory frameworks are profoundly marked by binary conceptions of reality, 4 it is the task of postmodern explorations to shed light on the arbitrary nature of these analytical dichotomies. From a postmodern point of view, we need to break out of the epistemic straitjacket of binary categories in order to free ourselves from the illusory nature of the quest for ultimate truths. Thus, we need to recognize that the modern ambition to gain increasing control over both the natural world and the social world through the search for irrefutable truths -an endeavour that lies at the heart of the Enlightenment -is in vain. For the construction of particular perspectives is never derived from the revelation of universal truths; on the contrary, the invention of seemingly indisputable truths is, unavoidably, undertaken from a spatiotemporally specific, and socially constituted, place in the world.
Given their ambition to engage in the search for universal truths, grand social theories can be conceived of as 'projects of "unmasking"'. 5 As unmasking endeavours, macrotheoretical approaches aim to uncover an underlying storyline, which is believed to be inherent in the structural composition of society and the processual unfolding of human actions. Following these ambitious normative parameters, critical social scientists are expected to take on the enlightening mission to unearth the causal mechanisms that, presumably, determine both the constitution and the evolution of worldly existence. With this large-scale challenge in mind, grand social theories -notably their Marxist, functionalist, and systemsfocused variants -set themselves the task of identifying the constitutive features and driving forces shaping the development of human life forms. The epistemic project of uncovering the deep structures that are hidden behind the walls of social surfaces reflects the modern desire to contribute to the enlightenment of
